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Buffalo 

1907, a rno5of cowboys, ranchers, and 
Indians lined a railroad siding. Excitement 
stirred in the crowd as they waited for a 
specbl train, a train that was returning 
buffalo to pastures where no buffalo had 
grazed for 30years. The train pulled in 
amid the cheers of the crowd, which 
swarmed around trying to get a look at me 
new arrivals. Vgteran lndlan tribesmen 
could be seen regaling their sonswith tales 
af wild free day3 when the Indian and Ihe 
buffalo still ruled the land. Fifteen buffalo 
had arrived at Wichita Mountains, the 
nation's first bulfalo refuge. 

Buffalo had IIW In NoRh America for 
thousands of years. migrating from ksia 
across an ancient land bridge. These 
immigrants evidently adapted well to the 
environment, for, by ttw time Columbus 
discovered America, an estimated 60 
million buffalo roamed the Great Plains. 
One early plains explorer wrote, "There is 
such a quantity of them I do not know m t
to compare them with, except fish in Ihe 
sea." And to the early settlers, the buffalo 
must have seemed numberleas, for they 
roamed in herds sometimes numbering in 
the millions and, literally, covering the 
plains. 

The majestic buffalo establtsh6d t k  
special character of the Amrican 
grasslands. The largest mammal inthe New 
World, a buffalo bull weighs half a ton more 
than his cke& rkals, the moose and tRe 
brown bear. Buffalo are dangerous 
because of their \ F B . ~Sne. Though u~uelly 
placid, occasional unpredictable behavor 
mak# them even more dangerous, and 

h e  who know buffalo best tend to trust 
hem b t !  In spite of their size, they rmwz 
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swlftly,and the rule of is keep 
your distance. 

Buffalo depend on their sen=. Their 
&ion, the least developed of their senses, 
is still good enough to spot motion up fo a 
mile away. However, buffalooftendon't me 
motionlessobjects, even when they are 
quite close. Smell is the main means of 
detecting danger and buffalo can 
sometimes scent an enemy 2 to 3 miles 
away. And the senseof smellworks hand in 
hand with the sense of taste, as they sniff 
out their favorite grasses. When itcomesto 
water, though, you might wonder if the 
buffalo have any taste, for they drink water 
that no other animal would touch. Their 
hearing is well-dewtopsd and can pbk up 
extremely weak and distant sounds. 

The last of senses -twch -is used in 
a favorite activity, "body massage." Buff* 
never tire of rubbing their heads, necks, 
and sides on stumps, large trees, and 
cedar trees {or wen an ocasimal picnic 
table).The rubbing wrves to remove their 
itchy fur as they shed their winter coats. 
RubMng can sometinks be a destructive 
force. Early telegraph poles were often 
rubbed down, and one settler reported Ihat 
a herd of several hundred buffalo rubbed 
dorm his log cabin, "Taking delight in 
turning the logs over w b  their horns." For 
further evidence, just look al what remains 
of a M a r  bee after a group uses it for a 
rubbing post. Wallowing in the dirt or mud 
isanother form of M y  massage,providing 
the herd with a dust bath and relief from 
insects. Early wallows, used by the entire 
herd, were often deepenough to form water 
holes after a prairie rain. 

Plains buffalo are social animals, 
massing together and remaining in groups 
wherever they go. It is usually possible to 

-pick out iwo Mikinds of buffalo group
"cow groups" and "bull groups." 
Cow groups, which may includeseveral, 

bdls, are larger, mewing around 20 
he&. The COWS tend to stick close 
wether, moving as a compact unit. They 
are timid and watchful, bolting s m  after 
danger is sensed. 

BuH group, on the other hand are 
smaller, usually corn@ of 5 to 15 
members, with no cwvs in the group. They 
scatter over a large area wHh the flrst bull 
ranging far ahead of the last. They don't 
frighten eesily, and, if challenged, olten 
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dxiinately hold their ground. 
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~OQ&W. Anormrrlday Wnsatdawnwith 
a pmod of grazing followed by a periodof 
lmfing and chewing the cud. Thee& 
perlods alternate until the group settles 
down for the night. This e r n  continues 
throughout the seasons - even winter, 
whentheyhavetomthmughthsrenaw 
wfth W r  munles. It $ brdm onty when 
theherdtrails single file taa nwv w r e  or 
when a period of rubbingorwdlowlngslips 
Into he day. 

Seasmally, springtime brings the 
newborn calves. Summer finds the bulls 
-8ss and dangerws as the heding 
rnapproachss, and head-buth;ng 
fighbbetween bulls occur frequentfy. 
Winm storms cause the b r d  to stop and 
stand w lie facing into the wind, waWng tOr 
the starm to pass. And, in any season, 
danger brings a hesdlong stampede mtll 
the buffalo rushiq togelhw in a light 
bunch, blindly fdlowlng their leader. 

So what happened to the numberless 
ha& of buffalo whlch once roamed the 
p h s ?  Mostpeople havealready heardthe 
shy of the i n d i b l e  slaughter of the 
herds. And, in tnrth, the reduetion of the 

- buffaloherds was inevitable. Only nornadi~ 
man can live in close m i a t i o n  with giar 
herds. and a developing oountry and 
growing populaticm needed space. 
However, the complete annihilation of hug1 
herds of buffalo is difficult to defend. By 
1900,only 20 wild buffalo roaming the 
backcountry of Yellowstone, remained in 
the entire United States. 

Rnally realizing that the buffalo wen 
dangemsly close to extinction. the 
government acquired stock from a few 
small captive herds owned by private 
individuals. And on protected ranges, 
buffalo herds m a n  to rebuild. The 15 
buffalo which were returned to the Wichiti 
Mountains in 1907 have grown into a her 
numbering 550 head, the limit of their 
range. Each autumn, the refuge staff 
rounds up the buffalo and the excess, 
above 550, are held for action in October
res the remainder ol 
the herd adequate food and m r  for 
another year. Today, tfie buffalo in North 
America number between 30,000and 
35,000-a small number Compared to 
their former strength, but iarge enough tc 
insure the prwrvation of the species. 

Bull wallowing. 




